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ABSTRACT 
 The purpose of this study was to explore the selection process of obtaining a 
graduate assistantship at the University of Southern Mississippi. Graduate assistantships 
implemented as an arrangement in financial support and professional development for 
graduate students. Participants in the study were 300 current graduate assistants at USM, 
and the data collection consisted of an online survey. Three aspects of graduate 
assistantship experiences emphasized: 1) graduate assistants’ awareness of the 
institutional process related to GA assistantships, 2) USM resources that support GA 
assistantships, and 3) what can USM do to facilitate the graduate student assistantship 
process.  
This study conducted to address if there was a problem with the current graduate 
assistantship selection process at USM and focused on the GA selection process at USM. 
Previous review studies of the selection process found that universities generally rely on 
their institutional protocols to guide graduate students to a centralized system. USM did 
not have a centralized system to inform and direct students about graduate assistantship 
openings and resources. Participants completed a researcher-developed instrument 
revealed that while GAs was generally satisfied with the current structure of USM’s 
graduate assistantship selection process. They also reported the need for improvements to 
the graduate student assistantship process.  
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CHAPTER I – INTRODUCTION 
Graduate assistantships are positions at many universities in the United States that 
provide opportunities for graduate students to gain work experience and develop 
professional knowledge and skills that enhance their academic and career goals. Graduate 
assistantships support graduate students financially, academically, and in their 
professional development throughout their higher education journey. Graduate Assistants 
(GAs) support faculty and administrators; serve as mentors to undergraduate students; 
conduct relevant research, outreach, and analysis of qualitative and quantitative data. 
GAs also help with instructional responsibilities such as serving as teaching assistants, 
assisting in academic research, and supervising those in student housing, and providing 
academic advising. Most graduate assistantships require students to work ten to twenty 
hours per week during fall and spring semesters under the supervision of a faculty or staff 
member.  
At the University of Southern Mississippi there are three categories of graduate 
assistantships: graduate assistant, graduate research assistant (GRA), and graduate 
teaching assistant (GTA). As suggested by the title, GRAs assist faculty and other 
researchers in numerous areas and dimensions of research, funded and unfunded, 
undertaken under the auspices of USM. Likewise, GTAs assist with delivering 
instructions at the university. This most often, but not always, occurs at the undergraduate 
level. GAs are those who are not specifically hired to do research or teaching (although 
they may do some of either or both). Many are hired to complete more general work tasks 
in academic units, administrative units (such as the Provost’s office, graduate schools, or 
the Title 9 office) or, in the vast assortment of departments, centers, and units of student 
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affairs, admissions, human resources, and child care (to mention a few). The 
responsibilities and pay for an assistantship vary for graduate students. Much of what a 
GA does for work is determined by their advisor(s) or supervisor(s). Pay also varies from 
unit to unit based on the allocation units receive from the operating budget each year. 
Some GAs are paid from funds that are tied to soft money, usually external grant awards 
that faculty and researchers have secured from the state or federal government or from 
private foundations. In most instances, graduate assistantships provide professional 
experience for graduate students to increase future employment opportunities (Doubleday 
& Townsend, 2018).   
At the University of Southern Mississippi (USM) graduate assistantships provide 
limited, but vital financial support for students during their time of study. The award 
decisions are based, in part, on available funding and in some cases the graduate student’s 
abilities to contribute to necessities of the position. Funding provided to graduate 
assistants are often referred to as “stipends.” Stipends are designed to fund a GA’s living 
expenses. Beyond that, some institutions cover tuition (often through an agreement to 
waive tuition fees), health insurance, and other costs. USM provides full-time GAs with 
living expenses and a full tuition waiver. Health insurance is also available for GAs at an 
amount per month. Many universities have institution wide protocols for GAs along with 
more decentralized policies specific to the unit at their institutions, which consist of 
submitting a background check, tax paperwork, and enrolling in a healthcare plan. USM 
requires that all graduate assistants have a qualified healthcare plan. If GAs have to 
require a health plan within USM, the cost of the insurance is $129 per month. This 
amount is deducted on a monthly basis from September to May.  
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There are notable issues that graduate students experience with the graduate 
assistantship selection process at the University of Southern Mississippi. One of these 
issues is that graduate assistantship applications are not considered or officially acted 
upon at USM until graduate students have been officially accepted for admission. Also, 
USM does not have specific institution-wide protocols for addressing GAs’ issues, most 
importantly the issue of how to learn about GA open positions, and how to go about 
applying for one or more of these openings. Because of this ad-hoc approach, the onus of 
finding an assistantship often falls on the shoulders of each student. Students who have 
come from families or cultures with “inside” academic knowledge as to how higher 
education operates, then, may have an advantage over those who are less familiar with 
these processes. It is the lack of a centralized protocol, and the possible subsequent 
impact of this on students without inside knowledge that has motivated this action 
research project.  
At elite universities, such as Stanford, Harvard, Wisconsin, and Michigan, 
lucrative graduate assistantships are a primary means used by the nation’s top academic 
programs to recruit the high-achieving students. At less competitive institutions the 
recruitment process is often uneven and less intense. Some middle-of-the-road 
institutions do not have an overall strategy on how to leverage these awards to attract the 
best students. In these situations, many college students from wealthy or middle-class 
backgrounds seeking to further their education at a less competitive institutions, often 
have an advantage. They are more likely to have inside knowledge about how to pursue 
graduate assistantships, knowledge that comes from their parents, mentors, faculty 
members, or administrators. On the other hand, students who are first-generation college 
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students, non-traditional students, and from minority groups are less likely to be familiar 
with the process of obtaining a graduate assistantship. The hypothesis for this action 
research study is that there is a disparity of opportunity at play at USM. Analyzing 
opinions among current graduates at USM can assist with determining if this disparity 
exists, and if so, how it might be closed.  
Background 
 The University of Southern Mississippi awards approximately 774 graduate 
assistantships each year. The vast majority of these awards are re-awarded over a two to 
six-year period. Masters students can be awarded (and re-awarded) an appointment for a 
maximum of five years compared to doctoral students who can hold an appointment for 
maximum of eight years from the time of enrollment to degree completion. Although not 
nearly as competitive as in elite institutions, USM graduate assistantships are awarded 
competitively by many of the academic programs that offer masters, specialist, and 
doctoral degrees. Students at USM can also apply for assistantships outside academic 
programs, such as in administrative, student service, and student support offices. Students 
interested in applying for graduate assistantships are often in situations where they must 
correspond directly to the program, school, office or center that is offering the 
assistantship.  
Fully admitted graduate students are free to apply to any graduate assistantship 
available at USM. In order to maintain their graduate assistantships full-time GAs are 
required to enroll in nine to thirteen semester credit hours of graduate course work during 
each academic semester (fall and spring semesters). Summer tuition waivers sometimes 
available and are determined by the school or department’s budget. Enrollment in 
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summer semester is often optional for some (but not all) GAs, who often enroll in three to 
six, and sometimes even nine semester credit hours. GAs are required to maintain a 3.0 
cumulative GPA each semester to keep their graduate assistantship. Students 
conditionally admitted into a graduate program are ineligible to hold a graduate 
assistantship and remain ineligible until they have achieved a regular admit status. Part 
time GAs are expected to complete 10 hours of work in their assistantships per week or 
150 hours a semester, while full-time GAs are expected to complete no more than 20 
hours per week or 300 hours a semester to fulfill the obligations of their assistantship. 
Most higher education institutions including USM, have policies that discourage or 
disallow GAs from engaging in significant additional employment outside the university. 
That said, many also do not enforce the outside employment ban policy and look the 
other way when graduate students take jobs outside of their assistantships 
(http://pfforphds.com/can-a-graduate-student-have-a-side-income/).  
All full-time GAs will receive a tuition waiver equal to 100% of the assessed in-
state and out-of-state tuition fees. All part-time GAs will receive a tuition waiver equal to 
50% of the assessed in-state and out-of-state tuition fees. Part-time GAs waivers cover 
tuition costs that range from 3-6 credits per semester The University of Southern 
Mississippi’s budget for tuition waivers is less than $200,000 annually. Tuition waivers 
do not cover course fees, student activity fees, international programming fees, textbook 
fees, capital improvement fees, or any other type of fees. Tuition waivers will be prorated 
if the graduate assistantship is terminated. GAs are not supposed to work in their 
assistantship role more than 20 hours per week to fulfill the obligations of the graduate 
assistantship. In order to retain a graduate assistantship, graduate assistants must be 
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judged by their supervisor or academic advisor as making progress toward their degree; 
taking courses, comprehensive exams, or progressing on writing a thesis, dissertation, or 
capstone. Failure for a GA to make forward progress their academic program can lead to 
termination of a graduate assistantship. In the past GAs at USM were required to log-in 
their work hours on physical paper and submit it to their supervisor for approval every 
two weeks. In 2017, graduate assistants moved from being paid bi-weekly to being 
monthly. In many cases, they also no longer were required to log work hours weekly for 
approval. While minor changes in the graduate assistantship selection process occurs 
within each program, unit or service area. USM has not implemented an institution-wide 
system for students searching graduate assistantships. This action research project is 
designed to see if this constitutes a problem for students and for the university.  
Some of USM’s departments and schools only send graduate assistantship 
positions to students in their units, while other departments, schools, units, and service 
areas wait for graduate students to inquire about open positions. The USM Mailout, a 
weekly institution-wide email to all faculty, students, and staff at USM, rarely lists 
available positions. Announcements are typically discovered through word of mouth and 
viewed first on bulletins boards and monitors by students who are taking various classes 
in campus buildings. For this researcher, the graduate assistantship selection process was 
a bit frustrating process to experience because of a lack of access to uneven and limited 
information.  
However, USM has a specific page that informs graduate students about graduate 
assistantships frequently asked questions for graduate assistantships. The questions are 
regarding to expectations of obtaining a graduate assistantship, but not how to 
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specifically gain a graduate assistantship. The USM page does not direct students to 
graduate assistantship positions or provide beneficial instructions to gain graduate 
assistantships.  
Statement of Problem 
There is no centralized process or protocol for finding graduate student 
assistantships at USM. Students receive little direction and/or guidelines on how to go 
about obtaining one. Also, the selection process may be inconvenient and 
disadvantageous to many promising graduate students because of the inadequate 
information on graduate assistantships. USM’s enrollment may be affected if students 
choose not to attend because of the frustration with not gaining information about 
graduate assistantships. The possible problem may center on potential students’ 
interaction with people and units at USM because of limited and uneven information on 
graduate assistantship openings. USM students wanting to apply for graduate 
assistantships often start with contacting directly their academic department or a program 
they aim to matriculate in. If none are available, they sometimes approach other academic 
units. Students are also free to seek assistantships in any office or program.  
This researcher hopes this study will shed light on the graduate assistantship 
selection process for future graduate students at USM. The goal of this study is to identify 
the challenges that GAs’ experienced in the graduate assistantship selection process. The 
findings, the researcher hopes, will help for better approaches in the graduate 
assistantship selection process at USM.  
The selection process of obtaining a graduate assistantship at USM is an ongoing 
issue that many at USM may not aware of because of what appears to be each entity’s 
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independent operation. Some units tend to award assistantships to students admitted into 
their program foremost. Units’ selection processes challenge prospects given that most 
students are unaware of these processes unless someone informs them. Some students are 
oblivious that non-degree programs and admitted unconditionally makes them ineligible 
for graduate assistantships (Kuncel and Hezlett, 2001). This can cause students a delay 
attending USM or not enrolling permanently. USM lacks an online and physical system 
for students to view available graduate assistantships and the descriptions of positions. 
Would it help if USM provided full explanations of job positions, so students might see 
the possible GA options?  
Purpose of Study 
The purpose of this research study is to investigate how GAs obtain information 
about graduate assistantships in fall 2019 and evaluate how their experiences effects 
USM’s enrollment in graduate programs. Students are limited in finding consistent 
information about graduate assistantship openings, and are thus compelled to physically 
visit, phone, or email units, offices, and programs on campus to inquire about graduate 
assistantship positions. There is limited information about graduate assistantships at 
USM. The researcher’s objective is to improve the graduate assistantship selection 
process for future GAs.  
GAs experience challenges searching for graduate assistantships. Graduate 
students pursuing graduate assistantship opportunities need a better-quality system to 
finding appropriate placements that would enhance their academic and professional 
experiences. The research hopes to provide stakeholders with information that a change 
may be necessary in the current graduate assistantship selection process, the way students 
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receive assistantships, and their access to information about graduate assistantships. 
Another goal is to examine if this lack of graduate assistantship information is affecting 
enrollments in graduate programs.  
Gaining a graduate assistantship is the only way some students will attend 
graduate school. It is a primary factor for students choosing what graduate school to 
apply to and enroll. USM has no clearinghouse or institution-wide listing or institution-
wide listing or description of positions, duties, or work schedules. Students must visit 
individual departments inquiring graduate assistantships and their hiring process. The 
operation is challenging because graduate assistantships become available when students 
graduate, transfer to another department, quit, or terminated from their position. 
Departments do not have a system that notifies students when positions are available. 
This, and other factors, limits the opportunities for prospective students that live out-of-
state because they cannot visit as frequently as in-state students and near-by students are 
able to.  
Students without graduate assistantships often struggle to balance their studies 
with other obligations such as full or part time work and family and community 
obligations. Paying tuition, and maintaining the academic requirements is often not 
possible for graduate students (Flora, 2007). USM lacks a formal policy for graduate 
students to address their concerns and questions. The literature advocates that higher 
education institutions must a structure system that balances graduate assistants work-life 
and academics securing an assistantship (Ervin & Cianfrone, 2018).  
Research Questions 
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The following research questions were chosen to guide the study of the graduate 
assistantship selection process at the University of Southern Mississippi: 
1. To what extent are current graduate assistants aware of the institutional process 
related to GA assistantships?  
2. To what extent does USM provide resources that support finding GA 
assistantships?  
3. What can the University of Southern Mississippi do to better facilitate the 
graduate student assistantship process? 
Definition of Terms 
Graduate assistantships- a salaried employment opportunity for graduate students.  
Graduate assistants- a graduate student engaged in a postgraduate course at a university 
who is paid to assist in teaching or research while working for the institution no 
more than 20 hours per week.  
Tuition waivers- a type of financial award where the university relinquishes their right to 
charge a student’s tuition.  
Stipends- a fixed regular sum paid as a salary or allowance  
Assumptions/Limitations 
The following statements are assumptions to this study:  
1. The researcher assumes that the sample of respondents will be representative 
of the views of the entire GA population at USM in fall 2019.  
2. The researcher assumes that the respondents will understand the items on the 
instrument and answer them truthfully and accurately. 
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3. The researcher assumes that the questionnaire has validity and reliability in its 
purpose and design.  
Limitations are those facts related to the study that the researcher cannot control. The 
following statements are the major limitations to this study:  
1. Due to the nature of the study (action research) results cannot be generalized 
control.  
2. Because the researcher cannot identify and survey the would-be students who 
sought graduate assistantships, but did not secure one, the study’s sample is not a 
completely accurate representation of the population under study.  
Delimitations are choices made by the researcher that are related to sampling, the 
research design, methodology, and analysis of results. These choices could affect the 
correctness and truthfulness of the results. The following statement are the main 
delimitations of the study:  
1. The researcher designed her own instrument to collect data for this study. This 
may have lowered the reliability and validity of the instrument and may have 
resulted in omitting key items that, in hindsight, should have been included.  
2. The instrument was not piloted beforehand. This too may have reduced the 
reliability and validity of the instrument and the precision of it.  
3. The researcher chose to only sample GAs during one semester, rather than over 
multiple semesters.  
4. The researcher surveyed only those graduate students who were successful at 
finding their assistantships.  
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5. The researcher was unable to incorporate a theoretical framework to guide this 
study.  
Overview of Study 
 As noted above, this study aims to investigate how graduate assistants at USM 
obtain information about graduate assistantships. It also aims evaluate how graduate 
assistants’ experiences effect USM’s enrollment in graduate programs.  
What follows in Chapter 2, is a review of the literature that focuses on studies of 
graduate assistants’ experiences in the United States. The review, centers on engagement, 
enrollment, finances, challenges, benefits, and the selection processes of graduate 
assistantships. Chapter 3 explains the methodology used in this study, Chapter 4 reports 
the results of the study. Finally, Chapter 5 discusses these findings in light of other 
research on graduate assistantships and makes recommendations for further research and 
policies with regard to the GA selection process.  
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CHAPTER II – LITERATURE REVIEW 
There are many prospects available for graduate students to improve their 
academic experiences in higher education. However, many potential graduate students 
lack knowledge about the options available with regard to securing a graduate 
assistantship. Many also do not know how to access information that may be beneficial 
about graduate assistantships. Gaining an assistantship can be a deciding factor for 
students choosing an institution. Students have several options to consider when 
attending graduate school, and an assistantship for many is a primary factor when it 
comes to finances. It can take one to twelve years to complete a masters or doctoral 
degree (Avci, 2012). Tuition and living expenses can be difficult for college students, 
especially if they do not have a job. Covering tuition costs and living expenses can be 
difficult for graduate students, especially if they do not have a sufficient and steady 
income. Graduate assistantships were created, in part, to assist students with tuition costs 
and help them gain valuable, on-the-job professional experience (Carpenter, Derbinsky, 
Yang-Keathley, Suresh, 2017). 
Some supervisors of graduate assistants give GA specific functions initially, but 
responsibilities are modified depending on the employer’s needs (Madden, 2015). The 
literature review that follows reviews what other studies have reported about the selection 
process and experience of acquiring a graduate assistantship.  
Higher education institutions have policies for graduate assistants to abide by for 
the hiring process, stipends, and tuitions waivers. Some institutions have handbooks, 
contracts, and specific protocols that is included in a university’s graduate assistant 
webpage (Hephner, 2010). According to Hamel and Furlong (2012), universities and 
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colleges hiring committees must have guidelines, recommendations, and new hire packet 
that provides an expectation of assistantship positions. The new hire packet is an essential 
document to explain the process of choosing a specific assistantship position (Cho, Kim, 
Syinicki, and Decker, 2011). Not all higher institutions include new hire packets or 
reports that inform students individually about their stipend, tuition, or position 
description. Departments that do not advertise graduate assistantships make it challenging 
for students to find available positions.  
Graduate students need to follow guidelines that serve as a framework to develop 
and shape mutually beneficial relationships among graduate students, faculty, staff, 
administrators, and the university (Reeves, Marcbah-Ad, Miller, Ridgway, Gardner, 
Schussler, & Wischuse, 2016). The institution’s procedures should be designed to 
complement academics or demonstrate policies for postgraduate assistants, as well as 
provide additional assistance and resources where needed and appropriate (Reeves et al., 
2016).  
Engagement and Enrollment  
Graduate student engagement and enrollment is a critical asset for campus 
communities. Raising awareness about graduate assistants is essential to increasing 
admission in graduate programs. According to Carpenter et al., (2017), students should be 
educated about resources and strategies for the campus community to facilitate the 
necessities graduate students need. Engagement serves as a platform to understand what 
students struggle with as a graduate student. Interacting with students is likely to benefit 
enrollment because institutions can better identify the issues they can assist. For instance, 
financial barriers students experience because of their background or lack of resources 
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(Cavell, 2000). Hephner (2010) findings serve to remind student affairs professionals of 
their responsibility to provide holistic educational experiences for all graduate students. 
Graduate assistantships are a part of the organizational design that critical service tasks 
remaining in educational and professional development endeavors (Flora, 2001). 
Hepher’s (2010) study exposed students to valuable work experiences that will allow 
them to apply theory to practice, as well as build professional competence.  
Institutions must have the necessary tools and student collaborations to implement 
new structures to graduate assistantships. There has been some research have found by 
Lovitts and Nelson (2000) that administrators lack the motivation to cooperate with 
associates in utilizing tools for graduate students examining graduate schools before 
applying to assistantships. The research proves graduate students stress over their 
responsibilities, hour requirements, and financial aspects (Doubleday and Townsend, 
2018). They should research and consider the importance of what each graduate school 
has to offer, specifically resources to pay their tuition. Departments want students based 
on their expertise in teaching, research, or a combination of the two to fill positions. 
Graduate assistants stressed about maintaining the requirements to keep their 
assistantship was highly addressed Mazzola, Walker, Shockley, and Spector (2011) 
survey. The research supports the reason why engagement and enrollment are essential 
for institutions to focus on when improving graduate assistantship operations.   
Finances  
GAs depend on graduate assistantships to pay for their tuition and monthly 
stipends. An essential aspect of obtaining a graduate assistantship provides tuition 
waivers to cover students’ expenses such as books, housing, and stipends. Bittar, Price, 
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and Telljohann (2004) research found funding graduate assistantships eliminates some 
graduate assistants’ financial barriers; however, graduate students must be eligible for 
financial aid to receive a graduate assistantship. College expenses constitute a significant 
factor in determining how persistent graduate students will be (Andrieu and St. John, 
1993). The National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS) of 1987 focused on the 
influences of prices within-year persistence by graduate students. The study found that 
postgraduate students enrolled in public colleges are responsive to tuition modification 
expenses in their persistence decisions. This study proves finances are a primary factor 
that affects graduate assistants’ approach to applying assistantships. Hamel and Furlong 
(2012) handbook discuss the challenges of funding offered to graduate students. 
The range in assistantships changes by the position of the graduate assistant. Students 
may expect a specific dollar amount in the stipend and tuition coverage, but the granted 
position could be a less amount. Graduate research assistantships usually earn more 
because of the department’s currency and duties of the job. This can affect the areas 
graduate students apply for, especially if they do not know the difference between 
assistantships. Figure 2 shows the annual salary and salary trends of Mississippi graduate 
assistantships between 2004-2010. Graduate teaching assistants tend to make the most 
professional, scientific and technical services and educational services (Salary for 
Graduate Teaching Assistants, 2020).  
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Figure 2 Salary Trends and Annual Salary 
 
Figure 3 Annual Salary  
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McKinley, Bartlett, Gay, Gibson, Panesar, and Webb (2018) research students 
improved their financial decisions based on the experience with from their graduate 
assistantships. The study is an essential part of understanding why students need 
assistantships and explaining how it is the only option for some graduate students to 
attend universities and colleges based on the interaction graduate assistants experience in 
their assistantship system. Lavitts and Nelson (2000) examined the effects of graduate 
assistants’ behavior and background as the reason for needing an assistantship. Graduate 
assistantships provide financial stability and professional development during their 
educational process.  
Challenges and Benefits 
Challenges occur in different stages of GA positions, and benefits are awarded 
based on department funding. According to Dotger (2011), students experience issues in 
their position, availability, and responsibilities should have a manual to refer to when 
administrators are unsure of what action needs to happen. Based on Milkman and McCoy 
(2014) study, graduate students must have some official bi-laws, contract, or handbook 
before accepting an assistantship. It is imperative for graduate assistants to know the 
benefits of assistantships so they can prepare themselves for challenges. White and 
Nonnamaker (2011) found problems like some graduate assistants not receiving paid 
vacation, sick leave, and having selected holidays off. Graduate assistants miss 
opportunities when they are not informed about the benefits their position provides them. 
Tett, Walser, Brown, Tonidandel, and Simonet (2014) research graduate assistantships 
allow students to connect with professors and administrators more than the average 
student. The benefit provides a valuable network of contacts for references, advice post-
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graduation, and more. White and Nonnamker (2011) studies show many graduate 
assistants have positive experiences during graduate school if they have an assistantship. 
Graduate assistants are more likely to join academic organizations and participate in 
professional societies.  
Researchers studied several challenges and benefits graduate assistants 
experiencing in the graduate assistantship selection process. Graduate assistants are likely 
to experience difficulties based on their lack of knowledge, background, or institution's 
resources (O’Meara, 2008). This study identifies issues of current graduate experience 
when applying for assistantships. The current graduate assistant can expect a gap in the 
process of gaining an assistantship based on the online programs advancing at 
institutions. The experience for graduate assistants can change based on the expertise 
online students have applying for graduate assistantships. Since everything for online 
graduate students is online, the selection process may improve and become a smoother 
transition.   
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CHAPTER III – METHODOLOGY 
The purpose of this study was to examine current graduate assistants’ perceptions 
during the graduate assistantship selection process at USM. The study also explored the 
structure of USM’s resources of graduate assistantships support. The study also collected 
feedback on graduate assistants’ perspectives of ways USM can better facilitate the 
graduate assistantship selection process. The study’s aim is to improve upon and advance 
the graduate assistantship selection process at the University of Southern Mississippi. The 
researcher’s study focused on the following research questions:  
Research Questions  
The following research questions were chosen to guide the study of graduate 
assistantship selection process at the University of Southern Mississippi: 
1. To what extent are current graduate assistants aware of the institutional process 
related to GA assistantships?  
2. To what extent does USM provide resources that support finding GA 
assistantships?  
3. What can the University of Southern Mississippi do to better facilitate the 
graduate student assistantship process? 
Research Design 
The researcher designed and distributed a questionnaire to collect information 
from a sample of participants. The researcher used a cross-sectional survey method over a 
30-day period. The researcher was a former graduate assistant and was in the Doctor of 
Education program in higher education at USM. The instrument that she developed is 
based on the research questions above. The Qualtrics system was used to conduct survey 
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research, evaluations, and record information. The University of Southern Mississippi 
provided free access to Qualtrics for the researcher to collect data and analyze responses. 
The researcher developed the questionnaire to determine the influences that support or do 
not support graduate students obtaining graduate assistantships at USM. A professor of 
higher education, who also coordinates USM’s Doctor of Education program in higher 
education gave feedback to the researcher to modify questions in order to clarify the 
significance of the study. The researcher understood the essence of inquiring specific 
questions for participants to respond in opening ending questions in this study. The 
researcher was unable to incorporate a theoretical framework into this study. 
Instrument 
The instrument developed by the researcher to collect data and address the 
research questions is in Appendix A. The survey was comprised of five demographic 
questions, three open-ended questions, six closed-ended questions, one multiple choice 
question, seven Likert questions, and two “skip” questions based on the answer chosen. 
The skip coherence questions pertain to the amount of credits graduate assistants took 
with their graduate assistantship. A small demographic section focused on the education 
status of graduate assistants and degree students who were obtaining such as a masters, 
doctorate, or specialist. Only graduate assistants attending and officially enrolled in fall 
semester 2019 USM were sent the survey. The survey was designed so it would 
automatically end if a student did not consent to participate in the study, and thus selected 
no for the first question.  
Timeline 
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The instrument was developed during the summer of 2019. Modifications were 
made to it after reviewed from a higher education professor whose expertise is in student 
affairs. The feedback given and modifications made aimed to increase the validity of 
instrument and by extension, the information that the researcher sought to collect and 
analyze. The instrument was not piloted. The researcher applied to the Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) on August 29, 2019 and received IRB approval on October 29, 2019 
(Appendix B). The instrument was distributed electronically on November 13, 2019 and 
was available to recipients for one month. The data collection ended on December 13, 
2019. The data was gathered in four weeks, and the data analysis began on January 30, 
2020.  
Participants 
The researcher acquired a list of graduate assistants’ email addresses from a staff 
member from the graduate school at the University of Southern Mississippi. 
Approximately 900 USM graduate assistants USM email addresses were identified. 
These addresses were tied only to those GAs attending and enrolled in graduate 
coursework in the 2019 fall semester. However, after duplicate emails were removed. 774 
emails were ultimately sent out electronically (Appendix C). Prior to distributing the 
instrument, the researcher sent an email announcement informing participants of the 
purpose and importance of this study. The announcement explained that there was no 
reward for participation, but the benefits of participation were mentioned, and 
participation was encouraged. The announcement contained a link to a consent form. The 
researcher sent out email reminder announcements twice a week over the following 
month.   
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When graduate assistants selected the next option link on the announcement 
email, they were directed to the consent form. That form can be found in Appendix D. 
The consent form contained information about the researcher, the purpose of the project, 
evidence of IRB approval, and a confidentiality statement. The consent form also 
explained the importance of reading each question to provide the most accurate 
information for the study. 
Data Collection Procedures 
This study used a Qualtrics software to collect data. There was no personal 
information collected from participants in the study that might identify them individually. 
Participants were directed to access the web-based survey through Qualtrics. The review 
was available for participants to complete for four weeks. Of the 774 questionnaires that 
were distributed to participants, 300 participants completed the instrument successfully. 
The instrument, as mentioned above, the questionnaire contained items that were 
multiple-choice, open-ended, Likert scale, and demographic.  
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CHAPTER IV- FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS 
 This chapter reports on the study’s findings about graduate assistantship selection 
process at USM. Near the end of this chapter the findings in this study are compared to 
other studies discussed in the literature review.  
 As explained above, the researcher obtained an unduplicated list of 774 graduate 
assistants’ emails from the graduate school of USM. Three hundred GAs (40.2%) 
completed the survey. The first section focused on the participants’ demographic 
information related to their specific graduate assistantship. The second section focused on 
the information GA students were aware of the institutional process related to GA 
appointments. The third section had participants report on resources that support GA 
assistantships. The fourth section collected data on GAs’ perspectives of ways USM can 
better facilitate the graduate assistantship process. The fifth section collected data on 
GAs’ perspectives on professional development opportunities that might assist GAs with 
the job search process upon graduation. The researcher also collected data on GAs overall 
satisfaction and experiences of obtaining a graduate assistantship.  
Participant Demographics 
 The participants in this study were graduate assistants who were attending and 
enrolled at the University of Southern Mississippi in fall 2019. Three hundred 
participants completed the survey. The demographic information data collection included 
the type of assistantship (research, teaching or general), education level of the GA 
(masters, doctorate, other), and resident status of the GA (See Appendix E). There were 
16.39% participants who identified as holding a graduate research assistantship (GRA) 
and 30.77% participant identified having a graduate teaching assistantship (GTA). The 
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majority were 49.83% participants identified as having a basic graduate assistantship in 
fall 2019 at USM. The remaining 3.01% of participants chose other (see Table 1).  
Table 1 Representation of Assistantships  
 
Figure 1. Demographics grouped by assistantship  
# Answer % Count 
1 Graduate Research Assistantship 16.39% 49 
2 Graduate Teaching Assistantship 30.77% 92 
3 Graduate Assistantship 49.83% 149 
4 Other 3.01% 10 
 Total 100% 300 
 
Table 2 Degree Status 
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Table 2 is a frequency table of the number of degrees students pursued during 
their graduate assistantship (see Table 2). There were 56.19% students pursing a master’s 
degree, 43.48% students pursing a doctorate degree, and one participant (0.33%) reported 
other.   
 
Table 3 Campus Status 
Table 3 Campus Status revealed that the vast majority of 98.66% graduate 
assistants lived off campus. There were only 1.34% participants living on campus (see 
Table 3).  
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Table 4 Part-time or Full-time Status 
 Table 4 shows a frequency of 3% graduate assistants being part-time students. 
Part-time students take 6 hours or less. There was a frequency of 96.99% participants 
reported as full-time graduate students. Full-time GAs enrolled in 9 or more credit hours 
per week.  
 
Table 5 Tuition Status 
 The tuition waivers are for students who meet certain criteria and can apply to 
have their tuition waived (See Table 5). There were 98.33% graduate assistants who 
reported yes to receiving a tuition waiver with their graduate assistantship and 1% 
participants reported no.  
 
Table 6 Student Loans Status  
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 When asked about taking out student loans to help cover tuition and other 
expenses, 42.14% participants reported yes, 53.51% reported no, and only 4.35% did not 
want to answer (see Table 6).   
 
Table 7 GA Credits Hours 
Table 7 describes the number of credit hours taken by graduate assistants. The 
categories are listed as 0 to 5 hours, 6 to 9 hours, 12 hours or more, and did not 
understand the question. Graduate assistants selected a variety of answers that were 
categorized to show the frequency of credit hours graduate students took during their 
graduate assistantship. Table 7 is categorized in the amount of graduate credits each 
participant was enrolled during the time of completing the survey. There were 87 
participants that selected to taking 1 credit per hour in their graduate assistantship. For 
graduate students to be eligible and maintain a graduate assistantship position, students 
must be enrolled in a minimum of 3 credits. The chart reveals some participants did not 
fully understand the question asked. Future researchers should be more specific with 
explaining the minimum and maximum of graduate credits required within a graduate 
assistantship.  
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Table 8 Positivity Level   
  The next questions allowed participants to respond on a Likert scale from strongly 
disagree, disagree, neither agree or disagree, agree, or strongly agree. Table 8 illustrates 
the responses of graduate assistants during the process of obtaining a graduate 
assistantship at USM. The findings suggest 2.3% participants strongly disagreed and 
4.3% disagree about the process of obtaining an assistantship at USM was positive. There 
were 40% participants agree and 27.3% strongly agree that the process was positive. At 
least 14% participants neither agree nor disagree about the process being positive. 
Aggregating agree/ and strongly agree over 75% of the respondents found the process of 
obtaining their appointment to be positive. Aggregating disagree/ and strongly disagree, 
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less than 15% of the respondents did not find the process of obtaining their assistantship 
to be positive.  
 
Table 9 Knowledge of Reporting Issues  
Table 9 are GA responses based on their knowledge about who to contact with 
issues with their assistantship or supervisor. There were 4.94% participants to strongly 
disagree and 9.13% to disagree. Approximately 39.16% graduate assistants agree and 
similar 39.92% strongly agree. Only 6.84% participants reported neither agree nor 
disagree. Aggregating agree/ and strongly agree, nearly 80% (79.08%) of the respondents 
had knowledge about who to contact with issues with their assistantship. Aggregating 
disagree/and strongly disagree., 15.07% of the respondents reported disagreeing that they 
had knowledge about who to contact with issues with their assistantship.  
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Table 10 Inquiry of Contracts and Policies  
 Table 10 are GAs responses to their knowledge about where to locate their 
graduate assistantship contracts and policies. Majority of 43.18% participants agree and 
29.17% strongly agree they knew how to locate their assistantship contract and policies. 
There were 5.30% GAs strongly disagree and 13.26% participants disagree they knew 
where to locate assistantship contracts and polices. 9.09% participants reported neither 
agree nor disagree.  
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Table 11 Attendance  
Table 11 seeks to determines if GAs would have attended USM of they had not 
been awarded a tuition waiver. 16.03% participants reported yes, 59.92% reported no, 
and 24.05% reported not sure if they would attend USM if they did not receive a tuition 
waiver as part of their graduate assistantship. Thus, nearly 60% would not be at USM 
with the waiver, while another almost 25% was not sure. Only one in 6.25 (16%) 
respondents reported that they would have come to USM if not awarded a tuition waiver.  
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Table 12 Obtaining a Graduate Assistantship  
 Approximately 57.36% participants answered yes, 36.23% answered no, and 
6.42% answered not sure to knowing how to obtain a graduate assistantship prior to 
enrolling (see table 12).  
 
Table 13 GA Information  
 34 
 The researcher asked if participants were offered information about available 
assistantship positions prior to enrolling at USM, 56.23% of graduate assistants reported 
yes, 38.11% reported no, and 5.66% reported not sure.  
  
Table 14 Prior Knowledge 
 When asked if participants had any knowledge about graduate assistantships 
before attending USM, majority of 78.95% reported yes, 19.17% reported no, and 1.88% 
reported not sure.  
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Table 15 GA Tools  
 The researcher reported 51.89% participants responded no, 42.05% responded 
yes, and 6.06% responded not sure to anyone providing them with tools or information to 
locate graduate assistantship positions on campus (see table 15).  
 
Table 16 Overall Experience  
 When asked how satisfied with the overall experience of obtaining a graduate 
assistantship at USM, 33.58% strongly agree and 48.48% agree. Taken together, just over 
82% of participate reported being satisfied with the overall experience. There was a low 
2.26% strongly disagree and 4.91% participants disagree. There was a 10.57% reported 
as neither agree nor disagree (see Table 16). When aggregating agree/strongly agree, and 
disagree/strongly disagree, 82% reported they were satisfied, while about 15% reported 
they were dissatisfied.  
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Table 17 Professional Development Opportunities  
 When asked to rate what participants graduate assistantship has provided 
professional development opportunities to assist with the job search process upon 
graduation, majority of 37.50% strongly agree and 34.09% participants agree. A low 
3.41% strongly disagree and 7.95% participants disagree. Only 17.05% graduate 
assistants neither agreed nor disagreed. Aggregating agree/ and strongly agree, over 80% 
of the respondent reported their graduate assistantship provided them with professional 
development opportunities to assist with the job search process upon graduation. 
Aggregating disagree/and strongly disagree, less than 20% of the respondents did not find 
their graduate assistantships helpful with professional development opportunities to assist 
with the job search process upon graduation.  
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Table 18 Benefits  
 Table 18 illustrates 41.60% strongly agree and 41.22% agree that graduate 
assistantships have provide them with tools that were beneficial to their field of study. 
Taken together, almost 83% reported assistantships provided them with beneficial 
professional tools. A small amount 3.82% strongly disagree and 4.20% disagree that the 
tools were not beneficial. Aggregating agree/and strongly agree, at least 41% of the 
respondents reported their graduate assistantship provided them with tools beneficial to 
their field of study. Aggregating disagree/and strongly disagree, nearly 8% of the 
respondents reported their graduate assistantship did not provide them with tools to 
benefit their field of study.  
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Table 19 Utilize GA Opportunities  
 Then asked if you would utilize a graduate student advisor if available (general 
advising, career assistance, GA opportunities, etc.), majority of 67.68% participants 
reported yes, 9.89% reported no, and 22. 43% reported not sure.  
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Table 20 Tools for Graduate Assistantship Opportunities  
 32.95% participants neither agree or nor disagree when asked if USM has 
provided the tools to find graduate assistantship opportunities. 32.58% participants agree 
and 15.91% participants strongly agree. 12.88% disagree and 5.68% strongly disagree 
that USM did not provide the tools to find graduate assistantship opportunities. 
 
Table 21 Feedback from Departments 
 While 35.61% participants reported higher overall to neither agree nor disagree 
when asked if they receive feedback from the departments where they applied a graduate 
assistantship. Aggregating agree/ and strongly agree, over 60% of the respondents 
received feedback to the departments they applied for assistantships. Aggregating 
disagree/and disagree, 4% of the respondents did not receive feedback.  
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Table 22 Department Selections   
 Table 22 illustrates 47.3% of the participants reported that they received 
information about graduate assistantships from their program advisor. 26.48% selected 
other and 5.63% reported they did not receive any information. 11.55% reported that they 
received information about graduate assistantships from orientation, whether it was face 
to face or online. 4.7% graduate assistants reported that they received information during 
their campus visits and 3.10% campus organization meeting, and 1.13% participants 
reported Greek life.  
 
When asked what can USM do to facilitate the process of obtaining a graduate 
assistantship, participants shared the following:  
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“For the undergraduate, professors are the primary touchstones for obtaining valuable 
information concerning post-graduate studies and career opportunities. As a geography 
student, I was extremely fortunate to have had an adviser/professor, Dr. Jerry Bass, who 
truly cared about his students' futures. Dr. Bass was the catalyst in my (and others) 
journey of pursuing a graduate assistantship with the University of Southern Mississippi. 
This institution would benefit greatly if more professors invested time and effort into their 
undergraduate students.” 
“When I was accepted to USM, I was offered a teaching assistantship, which was 
wonderful, and it impacted my decision about coming here rather than some other 
university. However, it was not made clear to me that I could pursue a different type of 
assistantship if the one I was offered did not match my needs for skills development, etc. 
During my time as a TA, I was extremely unhappy in my position. We did not receive 
schedules until the last minute, so planning for a course was impossible. We received 
schedules that made being a full-time student and what is basically a full-time teacher, 
too, incredibly difficult (teaching at 8am and 4:45 pm, with 3-hour grad courses in 
between, for example). The pay for a humanities TA is very low compared to some other 
assistantships on campus, but the position is labor-intensive and stressful. When I 
pursued other assistantship opportunities, my program advisor told me and people who 
wanted to hire me that I was not allowed to leave my TA position. This was simply false. 
My program advisor had no concern for whether or not I had an assistantship that 
worked with my needs as a human or as a graduate student or as a professional and was 
only using me to put a body in classrooms. I had to fight hard to get an assistantship that 
worked for me. I'm glad I did, but I think it should be clear to students that they are not 
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indentured servants, and that any student can pursue other available assistantships on 
campus.” 
There are mix responses from participants who completed the graduate 
assistantship questionnaire when focused on the item about if there was anything about 
the graduate assistantship process that you would change or not change. 2.26% GAs 
strongly disagree, while 48.68% participants agree they were satisfied with the overall 
experience of obtaining a graduate assistantship at USM. While 10.57% participants 
aggrieved and demanded improvements in the selection process of graduate 
assistantships. 
 The purpose of this study was to improve the graduate assistantship selection 
process at the University of Southern Mississippi. The graduate assistantship selection 
process was measured using a questionnaire developed and designed by the researcher. 
There is some literature that discusses graduate assistantships, but not many that focus on 
the selection process of obtaining graduate assistantships at institutions, specifically at the 
University of Southern Mississippi. The study suggests there is a blended outcome with 
graduate assistants’ perception about the graduate assistantship selection process at USM. 
The findings indicated that the vast majority of graduate assistants (120) agree that the 
process of obtaining a graduate assistantship was positive at USM. There 82 graduate 
assistants that strongly agree, 42 neither agree nor disagree, 13 disagree, and 7 strongly 
disagree. Aggregating categories nearly 2 out of three reported the process to be positive, 
while one in fifteen did not find it positive. This study shows that graduate assistants 
surveyed were positive about the selection process. Graduate assistants reported larger 
importance on knowing exactly who to contact regarding graduate assistants’ contracts 
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and policies. Some of the data research amongst graduate assistants were similar, there 
were a few areas that changed. The analysis of this study suggests there was a difference 
in current graduate assistants’ perceptions of the graduate assistantship selection process 
at the University of Southern Mississippi.  
The last question allowed participants to share any additional comments, 
questions, suggestions, or concerns about the graduate assistantship at USM. The 
following are mix reviews on participants perspectives regarding the graduate 
assistantship selection process at USM:  
“More money for the English Graduate Teaching Assistantships would be nice. As of right now, 
they receive a tuition waiver and exactly 12,000 dollars for the year. We are told not to get 
another job outside of our teaching positions (not that we would have time for another job while 
going to grad school full time and teaching 2 sections of Composition). This amount is quite 
small when compared to some other program Graduate Assistantships on campus with the 
amount of 24,000 dollars. The disparity is incredibly disheartening.” 
“Despite the generous tuition waiver, the pay is so low I and many of my peers take second jobs.  
Also, dental would be nice.” 
“It's a positive experience.” 
“I am grateful to each and every person, including faculty and staff, who made it possible for me 
to obtain my graduate teaching assistantship. I have thoroughly enjoyed my time here at the 
University of Southern Mississippi, from the challenging coursework to the fulfillment of working 
with undergraduates.” 
“I am grateful that USM is providing assistantship.  I am not sure how rigorous the process is in 
selecting graduate assistants. I hope each department aims to award the assistantship to the 
deserving students who are both in-need and very talented. At some point, I thought that other 
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graduate assistants lack the skills to even qualify to the PhD program. There are more talented 
people who need this assistantship in the same degree as others. I think USM has to be more 
aggressive at promoting its tuition waiver methods (maybe interviews like the Chemistry 
Department did when I applied) which are more inclusive to those most who need it but exclusive 
to those who really have the talents.” 
Participants’ responses to opened ended items. One graduate assistant is satisfied with the 
selection process of graduate assistantships, while another participant has concerns about the 
graduate assistantship stipends.  
Discussion 
 The results in this study show that most graduate assistants are satisfied with the selection 
process of graduate assistantship at USM. Majority of participants agree the initial operation of 
gaining an assistantship is sufficient. However, responses to open-ended questions detected GA 
frustration with financial side of graduate assistantships. For example: 
“I certainly understand that the availability of assistantships are solely based on the Funds 
available for the department and left to the discretion of departments. But I would scrutinize its 
implementation on an upper level. Especially making sure every GTA is getting paid the similar 
amount others are being paid at. I am a teaching assistant and passed my comprehensive 
exams.” 
“My department usually pays a little extra amount to those of us who cleared comps. 
Unfortunately, that is not implemented for me without any particular reason. But I still respect 
this GTA as it gave me the opportunity to teach since the last three years and made the teacher I 
am today. There is no say in it!” 
 “I would increase the amount of money offered for the graduate assistantship so that students 
would actually have the ability to focus on assistantship duties rather than having to get an 
additional job outside of completing a doctoral degree.” 
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“I would change the amount of money given. The amount of our stipend is not enough to live on. 
Many students still have to take out loans just to live. Could you live off 10,000 dollars before 
taxes?” 
“There is absolutely nothing that could be changed for graduate assistants that would be more 
effective than just paying us more*.    *especially those working as instructors of record. It's a 
slap in our faces to pay us as though teaching two classes is the same amount of work as assisting 
in the teaching one. That said, we all deserve stipends above the poverty line. And while we're at 
it, instructors of record should get faculty parking. Are we second-class members of faculty or 
something?” 
“I understand it is sometimes hard to initially give out assistantship money if the university does 
not know if they will receive funds in time; however, I was initially told I would receive a full time 
graduate assistantship with a full tuition waiver then I was told that was an error and I would 
only receive a half time graduate assistantship with a half tuition waiver and later I ended up 
receiving a full. These decisions impact people's financial situations, loan deadlines, the choice of 
whether or not to attend, etc.  I think it would be beneficial to have final plans in place before 
communicating to students.  I think it would create less confusion, stress, and frustration.” 
“GA's are VERY underpaid at USM when considering living standards, minimum wage, and the 
amount of time and effort we put into teaching undergraduates.” 
“I would change the pay amount. If the University expects us not to hold another job while we 
are a graduate assistant, then we should be paid a more reasonable wage. 9,000 a year just isn't 
enough to live on.” 
“Increase stipend because it is not a living wage honestly. We have bachelor’s degrees and get 
paid what a high school student could make, even accounting for the tuition waiver. It is ~7,000 
(stipend) + $9,000 (tuition) = $16,000. That is ridiculously low in my opinion.” 
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The researcher hypothesized that graduate assistants struggled with the selection process 
because of no centralized system for students to report. This hypothesis was not supported by the 
results. Participants’ responses show graduate students utilized the graduate assistantship 
selection process effectively. The data illustrates participants are satisfied with the current 
selection process but are open USM facilitating improvements within the selection process of 
obtaining a graduate assistantship. 
 In retrospect, one problem with this study was its sampling. The researcher was only able 
to gather data for GAs who had been successful at winning appointments. She was not able to 
collect data on those students who sought but did not secure a GA position. She also was not able 
to determine if those students who did not find GA appointments persisted, and still chose to 
attend graduate school at USM.  
Research Question One 
 The first research question of the study was “To what extent are GA students 
aware of the institutional processes related to GA assistantships?” Most of the graduate 
assistants reported they were satisfied with the graduate assistantship selection process at 
USM. This suggests that the graduate assistants surveyed did do not have major challenge 
with obtaining a graduate assistantship. A small number of participants were not aware of 
the institutional processes related to GA assistantships. Mixed responses are from the 
open-ended questions of the questionnaire. 
“The process overall wasn't awful; however, the requirement of the GRE (which is a 
standardized test) in order to qualify for an assistantship is - in my opinion - a misrepresentation 
of an individuals' skills, knowledge, and overall qualification for assistance in ones field of study 
(regardless of the field).” 
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“I would make sure to emphasize the policies that come with keeping your assistantship and 
making sure students are informed about what could cause them to lose their assistantship. It 
seems there are a lot more factors to keeping your assistantship than what is mentioned in the 
student handbook.” 
“Be more transparent, provide information to all graduate students on open assistantships, allow 
graduate students to obtain any open assistantships from another program when available, 
remove assistantships from graduate students who do not perform their duties and fulfill 
responsibilities and offer an application process for students who would be better suited for those 
positions.” 
Graduate assistants agreed to having a positive experience during the selection 
process because they were able to receive financial assistant while completing their 
degree. However, GAs express their frustration with the selection process in specific 
details in the open-ended questions. GAs reported there is a need for a more structure 
selection process when interacting in the selection process for graduate assistantships.   
Research Question Two 
 The second research question of the study was “To what extent does USM 
provide resources that support graduate assistantships?” This question was used in the 
survey to determine if USM provided resources to help graduate students obtain graduate 
assistantships. The outcome in this research question determine graduate students neither 
disagree nor agree about USM providing resources to obtain graduate assistantships. This 
shows that USM does not have tools that assist students gaining an assistantship, but it 
does not hinder graduate students from searching assistantships.  
Research Question Three  
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 The third research question of the study was “What can the University of Southern 
Mississippi do to better facilitate the graduate student assistantship process?” This research 
question reveals candid feedback from graduate assistants to express their concerns beyond 
satisfaction of the current selection process. According to the questionnaire results, 
participants were satisfied with being awarded a graduate assistantship, but recommend 
USM improve the selection process for future graduate assistants. Furthermore, graduate 
assistants are likely to continue being satisfied with the selection process as long as their 
receiving a graduate assistantship. However, the graduate students challenging to obtain a 
graduate assistantship have to continue investigating until they find out how to enter the 
graduate assistantship selection process at the University of Southern Mississippi.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 49 
CHAPTER V- RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 
 The following discussion contrasts the findings of this study with those of other 
similar studies discussed in Chapter 2. Next recommendations are made for the further 
study of the GA selection process. After these recommendations, a section on 
recommendations for changes in GA selection protocol at USM will be discussed. The 
research shows that GAs are satisfied with the current selection process of graduate 
assistantships at USM. The results from the questionnaire shows the highest rank were 
GAs agreeing or reporting they neither agree nor disagree choice about the current 
selection process. While most of the reports were between GAs agreeing or neither agree 
or disagree, the open-ended questions reported differences based on the multiple choice 
or Likert questions. The data from the open-ended questions illustrates GAs are not as 
satisfied as the questionnaire shows overall.  
 The comparison to the researcher’s findings and other studies were the graduate 
students tolerate the selection process of graduate assistantships because it covers their 
tuition and provides stipends. The findings compared to the researcher indicates 
institutions have a specific graduate assistantship selection process. Institutions selection 
process are based on their engagement, enrollment, finances, challenges, and benefits to 
modifying their graduate assistantships process.  
The differences in graduate assistantship selection processes at USM compared to 
other institutions are financially aspect, for example, the trends and annual salary. Lavitts 
and Nelson (2000) study identify GAs statuses, whether their first-generation college 
students, low-income, or minorities, they implement services to meet graduate 
assistantship needs. When graduate students are not aware of the assistantship selection 
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process, findings show other institutions have centralized areas for GAs to find 
assistantships. The researcher’s findings do not indicate GAs’ background are considered 
when interacting in the graduate assistantship selection process at USM. Making it 
challenging for GAs to obtain a graduate assistantship, especially when USM does not 
have a centralized system. 
The findings from this study are at odds with the researcher’s assumption that 
GAs is dissatisfied with the current graduate assistantship selection process at USM. The 
researcher suspects that the quantitative section of the questionnaire may have 
inadvertently encouraged positive responses. The open-ended questions detected that 
students were not as satisfied as was found in quantitative section. In the future, a study 
that makes use of focus groups and/or interviews may more accurately identify GAs 
levels of satisfaction to graduate assistantship selection process at USM.  
Recommendation for Further Study of the GA Selection Process 
 The researcher recommends that future studies determine if institutions provide 
resources to support graduate assistantships amongst former graduate assistants. It is 
recommended that future studies distribute surveys after completion of graduate 
assistants first semester to determine changes in the GA selection process at University of 
Southern Mississippi.  
Future studies should consider questions on gender regarding to the identification 
of selection of graduate assistantships. The research would need to include more 
demographics such as: gender, race, and classification. According to Slaughter, 
Campbell, Holleman, and Morgan (2002) identifying graduate students exchange 
between academics and assistantship helps administrator preparation during the selection 
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process. The researcher recommends USM to implement a graduate advisor that assist 
graduate students searching for graduate assistantships. The graduate advisor would need 
to collaborate with all graduate departments for resources needed to enhance graduate 
students’ assistantship selection process face to face or through a virtual setting.   
Recommendations for Changes in GA Selection Protocol at USM 
One recommendation is for USM to implement an online centralized system for 
graduate assistantship selection process to accommodate out-state students. Out-state 
students face obstacles from not being able to physical meet administrators and inquiry 
about available graduate assistantship positions in person. An online system allows 
students to contrast and compare benefits of USM’s graduate assistantship selection 
process to other higher institutions. In addition, graduate students showing more interest 
in universities and colleges with easier access to apply for graduate assistantships.  
 
Conclusion 
According to the University of Missouri Graduate Studies office (2017), every 
graduate program needs a system with guidance to help students navigate in their 
academic process. USM should implement an online centralized system for graduate 
students to utilize assistantship positions. However, funding a full-time employee as a 
graduate advisor would provide students with a direct administrator. The graduate advisor 
can direct students to resources for an easier graduate assistantship selection process. 
USM can continue to use the common methods, but future implications may challenge 
students from being able to physically visit each department for available graduate 
assistantships.  
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Selective departments have recently utilized the graduate assistant match program 
that has limited resources for graduate students. The graduate assistant match program 
allows students to meet department administrators who have limit positions open. This 
event is hosted once a year on a selective date and time. Prospective graduate assistants 
struggle with attending this event because of class schedules and departments interests. 
Majority of departments chose graduate assistants that are in their department programs, 
making it challenging for other graduate students. USM can continue administering their 
selection process or make the decision to improve the system for current and future 
graduate student.
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APPENDIX A – Graduate Assistantship Selection Process Survey  
1. What type of assistantship do you currently hold? 
o Graduate Research Assistantship  
o Graduate Teaching Assistantship   
o Graduate Assistantship 
o Other _______________________ 
 
2. What degree are you pursuing? 
o Masters 
o Doctorate 
o Specialist 
o Other_____________________ 
 
3. Are you a part-time or full-time graduate assistant? 
Part-time take six hours of class or less and work 10 hours or less a week 
Full-time take nine hours of class or more and work 10 hours or more a week  
o Part-time 
o Full-time  
 
4. Do you take out student loans to pay your tuition? 
o Yes 
o No 
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o Do not wish to answer 
 
5. Does your assistantship provide a tuition wavier? 
o Yes 
o No 
o Not sure 
 
If yes, skip to question 6a 
 
6a - How many credit hours does it provide? 
 
If no, not sure, skip to question 8 
 
7. Would you attend USM if you did not receive a tuition waiver as part of your 
assistantship? 
o Yes 
o No 
 
8. Did you have any knowledge about graduate assistantships before attending 
USM?  
o Yes 
o No 
o Unsure 
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9. Did you know how to obtain a graduate assistantship at prior to enrolling at 
USM? 
o Yes 
o No 
o Unsure 
 
10. Were you offered information about available graduate assistantship 
positions prior to enrolling at USM? 
o Yes 
o No 
o Unsure 
 
11. Did anyone provide you with tools or information to locate assistantships on 
campus? 
o Yes 
o No 
o Unsure 
 
IF YES, go to 12 
IF NO, skip to 13 
 
12. Where did you receive your information about graduate assistantships 
(check all that apply)? 
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o Orientation (face-to-face or online)  
o Campus organization meeting 
o Residence life  
o Greek life 
o Campus visit 
o Program advisor 
o Other:________________________ 
o I did not receive any information 
 
Please rate the following: 
13. I am satisfied with the overall experience of obtaining a graduate 
assistantship   
o Strongly Disagree 
o Disagree 
o Neutral 
o Agree  
o Strongly Agree  
 
14. USM has provided me the tools to find graduate assistantship opportunities  
o Strongly Disagree 
o Disagree 
o Neutral 
o Agree  
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o Strongly Agree  
 
15. I received feedback from departments where I applied for assistantships 
o Strongly Disagree 
o Disagree 
o Neutral 
o Agree 
o Strongly Agree 
 
16. My graduate assistantship has provided me professional development 
opportunities to assist with the job search process upon graduation 
o Strongly Disagree 
o Disagree 
o Neutral 
o Agree 
o Strongly Agree 
 
17. The process of obtaining an assistantship at USM was positive 
o Strongly Disagree 
o Disagree 
o Neutral 
o Agree 
o Strongly Agree 
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18. My graduate assistantship has provided me with tools beneficial to my field 
of study   
o Strongly Disagree 
o Disagree 
o Neutral 
o Agree 
o Strongly Agree 
 
19. I know who to contact if I have an issue with my assistantship or supervisor 
o Strongly Disagree 
o Disagree 
o Neutral 
o Agree  
o Strongly Agree 
 
20. I know where to locate all my assistantship contracts and policies 
o Yes  
o No 
o Unsure 
 
21. What can USM do to facilitate the process of obtaining a graduate 
assistantship? 
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22. Would you utilize a graduate student advisor if available (general advising, 
career assistance, GA opportunities, etc.)?  
 
23. Is there anything about the assistantship process that you would NOT 
change? 
Is there anything about the assistantship process that you would change? If 
so, what? 
 
• Please share any additional comments, questions, concerns about the graduate 
assistantship process at USM. 
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APPENDIX B- IRB Approval Letter 
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APPENDIX C- Recruitment Announcement  
Hello USM Graduate Assistant, 
 
My name is Jacqueline Harris and I am administering a study on the graduate 
assistantship selection process at USM. The purpose of this study is to examine graduate 
assistants’ experiences in the graduate assistantship selection process at USM. As a 
current graduate assistant, you have been selected to participate in this survey that 
correlates your experiences with other graduate assistants at USM.  
 
The benefits of participation in this study will provide information to administrators, 
incoming and future graduate students for potential changes and improvement in the 
graduate assistantship selection process at USM. To access the consent form, please click 
on the link below. 
 
Please click NEXT to take the survey  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Jacqueline Harris 
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APPENDIX D- Consent Form   
My name is Jacqueline Harris and I am a former graduate assistant and doctoral 
student in the Higher Education Administration program. The purpose of this study is to 
examine graduate assistants’ experiences in the graduate assistantship selection process at 
the University of Southern Mississippi. Each participant will be given a 26-item 
questionnaire about the process of obtaining a graduate assistantship. The survey can be 
taken by any graduate assistant at USM over the age of 18. The survey will take 
approximately 10-15 minutes to complete. Please do not put any self-identifying 
information on USM questionnaire (i.e. ID, initials, name, etc.) 
Participation in this study is voluntary. You do not have to answer any question 
you do not want to answer. The given information is confidential and no personal 
information will be collected. If at any time and for any reason, you would prefer not to 
participate in this study, you may end by closing your browser. You may withdraw at any 
time and you will not be penalized in any way. There are no foreseeable physical, social 
or psychological risks associated with this research study. Results from this survey will 
be analyzed using statistical software analyzed for potential publication and doctoral 
program requirements. The collected data will be downloaded to the researcher computer 
which is password protected. Once the study is complete, the survey site on Qualtrics will 
close and data destroyed. The benefits of participation in this study is to provide 
incoming and current graduate students opportunities to gain graduate assistantships at 
the University of Southern Mississippi. Developing a graduate assistantship centralized 
system increases graduate students' enrollment rates at USM.   
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This project has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board at USM, which 
ensures that research projects involving human subjects follow federal regulations. Any 
questions or concerns about rights as a research participant should be directed to the  
Chair of the Institutional Review Board 
University of Southern Mississippi 
118 College Drive #5147 
Hattiesburg, MS 39406 
601-266-5997 
By checking next to take the survey, the participant gives permission to use the data 
collected anonymously for the purposes stated and explained above.  
If you have any questions or concerns about this research project, please contact the 
researcher, Jacqueline Harris at jacquelineharris@usm.edu. This research is conducted 
under the supervision of Holly Foster, Ph.D. and can be contacted at 
holly.foster@usm.edu.  
 
Thank you for your time and consideration 
Sincerely,  
 
Jacqueline Harris, M.Ed.  
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